Introduction
This article focuses on Questions and Answers 35 and 36 (Sunday 14) of the Heidelberg Catechism (HC) that deals with the two statements '… conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary'. The following reasons could be given for this choice: In some Protestant circles, theologians find these statements highly problematic or meaningless (cf. Jenkins [2010] 2011 as one example). Karl Barth's (1964:63) opinion that these words simply deal with the 'great secret of Christmas' is no longer readily accepted. In 1953, Rudolf Bultmann (1965) still wrote with enthusiasm and joy (as a good Lutheran should -cf. Käfer 2011 for Luther's joyful Christmas sermon of 1529) about Christmas as the 'festival of light'. He argued that, in our dark world of evil, created by science and technology, the preaching of the message of the light that came into our world, as well as the faith of the congregation embracing this message, are important beacons of hope to people who do not see light any longer. In 1964, Bultmann (1975) emphasised the importance of the historicity of the Christmas celebrations. The Church's celebration is grounded in an event of the past. This event, however, has changed world history, because this 'eschatological' event has brought the 'new world' into our world. This paradoxical vision of 'historic' and 'eschatological' should be kept alive, should the Church want to remain faithful to the biblical message. Today, one of the leading researchers that disassociates himself from the Christian faith, Gerd Lüdemann (2008:9) , rejects the historic reliability of the confession that Jesus was born from the Virgin Mary. He tries to proof from a selection of Early Church documents that the faith of the Church is not based on historical events. He complains (Lüdemann 2008:10-19) about the fact that the church indoctrinates her members via her liturgy and catechesis to believe in and to sing about things that have no historic basis. We do not have enough space to deal with this matter specifically, but it will receive attention within the wider context of the presuppositions of the Christian faith. The emphasis of the article, however, will fall on the intention of the creed as explained by the HC and theologians standing in this tradition of interpretation. In other words, the article will not primarily deal with historical questions, but with the meaning of these two statements. In the process historical issues will self-evidently receive attention.
At this stage of the history of the Netherdutch Reformed Church of Africa (NRCA), it is important to give attention to the historical development of the text of the HC. At the 70th General Church Assembly in September 2013, some participants indicated that they understand the text of the HC to be a product directly from heaven. They therefore do not know that the text of the HC is the result of months of theological debates at meetings of a committee responsible for drafting the HC. Theological views that could have been considered by the committee as well as formulation proposals will be discussed. Some others, in turn, again made it known that they believe the HC to be merely a product of 16th century Reformed theology, which therefore has only relative historical value. In other words, the insights of the HC cannot be helpful to us today, because its authority is limited to one episode in history. The article has the aim to show that the essence of Sunday 14 deals with the faith of the Church of all ages. Sunday 14 has its roots in the Early Church and without these roots, the church of today will stop being church of Jesus Christ. 
The Heidelberg Catechism

What does the Heidelberg Catechism say about the pronouncements of the creed?
Answers 35 and 36 of the HC are a short summary of the New Testament message about Jesus Christ. It also keeps the Old Testament background of biblical Christology alive. Jesus of Nazareth is said to be the eternal Son of God who became a human being, however without sin. In spite of the fact that he became a human being, just like us, he remained true and eternal God. His incarnation is the work of the Holy Spirit. Mary, who had no sexual intercourse with a man, gave birth, in a human way, to the boy Jesus, who is also God. We benefit from this conception and birth, because we now have a mediator, who in the sight of God, covers our actual and original sin, with his sinless life.
The HC (in accordance with Reformed Christology -cf. Christology, namely Nicea and Constantinople (325 and 381) and Chalcedon (451). It did not deviate from the intentions of these decisions, but reformulated it in the light of theological developments that have taken place during the previous centuries (e.g. the debate and decisions on original sin) and the religious questions relevant to that time (e.g. the concept of mediation).
The HC does not say anything about maternity matters, except that Jesus was born from the flesh and blood of Mary. The birth as such receives no special attention. The birth is not seen as proof of his divinity. The statement on the birth, rather, says something about his humanness. The HC starts with the fact that Jesus Christ is God -and he took on a human nature. The phrases 'through the working of the Holy Spirit' and 'the flesh and blood of Mary' are secondary, only helping to explain the main statement. Christ is divine from eternity, and his birth from a virgin does not verify that (cf. Fesko 2013:229-232 ).
The HC does not explain why God has chosen this way for our redemption. As sinners, we could only be comforted by this mysterious choice (Plasger 2012:70-84 
Theological opinions that could have influenced the authors of the Heidelberg Catechism
Little is known about the sources that were used by die committee 2 that wrote the HC. We can only guess what they probably could have used in this process. If we accept the theory that Zacharias Ursinus was the primary author, one should accept that his teacher and mentor in Wittenberg, Philipp Melanchthon, most probably shaped his theological thinking in many regards (cf. Freudenberg 2011:140-142 ). Melanchthon's views ([1553] 2010) on this matter would have played an important role in the debates of the committee -and they could therefore be helpful tools in the effort to understand the HC. Melanchthon's German version of his Loci Theologici [Main Themes of the Christian Teaching] of 1553 (only 10 years prior to the publishing date of the HC) is one of the important publications that could have been consulted by all the members of the committee -not only because of the German language, but primarily because he dealt with the incarnation in this specific version of his Loci comprehensively.
Ursinus had lengthy discussions with Calvin in Geneva before he came to Heidelberg (cf. Ehmann 2010 :94-96, 2012 . One could therefore presume that Calvin's Catechisms (as well as his Institute) also played a guiding 2.I am not repeating the debate on the authorship of the HC. I have dealt with that extensively in a previous article (cf. Van Wyk [2013] , footnote 1 and also Bierma & Gunnoe [2013] ). In short the following: The primary author was Zacharias Ursinus. Caspar Olevianus also played a big role in the whole process. They were, however, assisted by a large committee comprising other members of the Faculty of Theology at Heidelberg, as well as eminent members of the church leadership. Although Ursinus had the main responsibility, the end result was the product of this committee. I will therefore constantly refer to the HC as a product of teamwork. This exercise is important within the South African context, because many people (at least in the NRCA) believe that our confessional statements or doctrinal standards should be studied as historical documents that did not undergo an historic process of development.
John Calvin
One presumes that Ursinus and Olevianus knew Calvin's Institute very well. They most certainly made use of his insights in drafting the HC. The probability is high that they considered some of Calvin's formulations and theological statements from his catechisms. By comparing the HC to Calvin's catechisms, one gets a clearer picture of what the committee eventually decided on.
In his First Catechism of 1538, Calvin (in Hesselink 1997) says that these two phrases emphasise the humanness of the Son of God. His divinity is presupposed and does not need further clarity. He says:
Indeed, he put on our flesh in order that having become Son of Man he might make us sons of God with him … He was born of the Virgin Mary that he might be recognized as the true son of Abraham and David, who had been promised in the Law and the Prophets; as the true man, like us in all things … Yet that same one was conceived in the Virgin's womb by the … power of the Holy Spirit, that he might not be fouled by any physical corruption, but might be born sanctified with the highest purity. (Hesselink 1997:22-23) In his Catechism of Geneva of 1545 Calvin gave the following answer to the question concerning the meaning of the two sentences (Q 50):
That he was formed in the womb of the virgin, of her substance, to be the true seed of David, as had been foretold by the Prophets, 3.Another obvious exercise would be by looking at his own commentary (Ursinus [1657 (Ursinus [ ] 1980 . In this article the concentration, however, falls on the specific formulations.
and that this was affected by the miraculous and secret agency of the Spirit without human connection.
To the question (Q 51), 'Was it of consequence then that he should assume our nature?' he gave the following answer:
Very much so; because it was necessary that the disobedience committed by man against God should be expiated also in human nature. Nor could he in any other way be our Mediator to make reconciliation between God and man.
Calvin also gives a reason why the Holy Spirit had to generate the Son of God (Q 53):
As the seed of man is entirely corrupt, it was necessary that the operation of the Holy Spirit should interfere in the generation of the Son of God, that he might not be affected by this contagion, but endued with the most perfect purity.
Comparing Calvin to the Heidelberg Catechism
What do we read in the HC that we do not also find in Calvin?:
• 'That the eternal Son of God … remains true and eternal God.'
Summary
Calvin did not find a defence against Adoptianism necessary. One could only presume that Calvin was not confronted by this heresy in Geneva in the same way as the people of Heidelberg were.
The following formulations by Calvin were omitted from the HC:
• 'that having become Son of Man he might make us sons of God with him.' • 'be recognized as the true son of Abraham and David.'
• 'who had been promised in the Law and the Prophets.' • 'that this was affected by the miraculous and secret agency of the Spirit without human connection.' • 'As the seed of man is entirely corrupt … that he might not be affected by this contagion.'
The authors of the HC were scared of the concept 'Son of Man' (Mk 10:45) and they left out Abraham as Jesus' ancestor. They also left out the promises of the saviour in the Old Testament. Fortunately they did not take up Calvin's idea of the corrupt and contagious seed of man.
Zacharias Ursinus
The Smaller Catechism: Question and Answer 23:
Why do you say 'conceived by the Holy Spirit and born from the virgin Mary'?
Because I have been taught by God's Word that through the operation of the Holy Spirit the Son of God assumed a human nature from the flesh and blood of the virgin Mary, so that he might at the same time be true God, as he was from eternity, and true son of David, in all things like us his brothers, except for sin, and so that by his most perfect obedience he might cover sins in the sight of God. (Bierma 2005:144-145) The Larger Catechism: Questions and answers 69 and 70:
What do you understand when you say, 'conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin Mary'? … That the Son of God, who is the eternal Word of the Father, assumed in the womb of the virgin Mary, without the seed of a man, a soul and human body, formed from the substance of the virgin and perfectly sanctified along with the soul from the very moment of conception by the power of the Holy Spirit -so that according to the promises given to the fathers he might be truly human, like us in all things except for sin, and the true seed of David. … How do you understand that the Word assumed flesh? … In this way: that neither was the divine nature changed into the human nor the human into the divine, but that, as soon as the human nature was conceived in the womb of the virgin, these two natures were so united in one person that thereafter they could never be separated, and yet they retain their own distinct properties; and that one and the same Christ is true God and truly human and can do and experience both what is divine and what is human, yet each thing individually according to that nature to which it belongs -just as soul and body are one person. (Bierma 2005:175) 
Comparisons between Ursinus's catechisms and the Heidelberg Catechism
Is HC an improvement?:
• It is not necessarily an improvement in terms of its content, but indeed of its length. The HC is short enough for didactical purposes.
• The use of the term 'mediator' (under the influence of Melanchthon and Calvin -cf. Fesko 2013:232-236) could be problematic to some people, whilst others (such as people confronted by traditional religiosity) may find it illuminating.
• The inclusion of 'original sin' in answer 36 should be welcomed.
• The important question is whether the phrases that were omitted by the committee did harm to the theological quality of the HC? Which phrases were omitted?: From the Small Catechism: '… taught by God's Word' and 'his perfect obedience.' The Larger Catechism: 'Son of God who is the eternal Word of the Father', 'without the seed of a man' and 'according to the promises given to the fathers' and lastly the explanation of the definition of Chalcedon.
Summary
One has to accept that the committee had good arguments why they did not accept the proposals of Ursinus. It should, however, be noted that all the omitted phrases, later, proved to be vitally important. In our church, many people believe that the confessions are second-level sources of theological knowledge that, here and there, have little to do with the Bible (whilst others believe that the formulations of the confession had been taken directly from the Bible). By keeping the phrase 'taught by God's Word' unnecessary confusion could have been avoided.
Karl Barth (cf. below) has constantly emphasised the importance that the man Joseph had nothing to do with this conception (cf. 'without the seed of a man'). However, this phrase was not included in the HC.
In certain scholarly circles it is believed that the Old Testament has almost nothing to do with the birth and life of Jesus Christ. In this regard the words 'according to the promises given to the father' could have had a positive influence.
Lastly, the history of theology has proven that there is a constant need of a new explanation of the definition of Chalcedon. By keeping Ursinus's proposal, the committee could have shown the way to next generations of what should be done every now and then. 4 I am thus not totally comfortable with the decisions of the committee, in spite of the fact that the end product is a good one.
From this short exercise we learn that the HC was not revealed to Ursinus and his committee. The HC is a product of human discourses. The HC is, however, more than just the insights of one generation of theologians. The theological insights of centuries form the cornerstones of the HC. One could therefore state that the HC is a reliable reflection of the Word of God, although many important aspects of the biblical message were not included in the HC.
Recent interpretations
Confessional theology or theology bound to the confessions of the church does not merely have the task to repeat the formulations of the fathers. In the light of present-day questions and problems we need to re-interpret the creed as well as the confession's interpretation of the creed. With different words and expressions we need to explain the intention of the creed and the confession in such a way that people today could relate positively to the Christian faith. To help us in this endeavour we lean upon three theologians in the Reformed tradition and one sociologist.
Karl Barth
In his Credo of 1935, Barth states that this creedal statement boils down to the fact that God became man or that the Word became flesh (see Barth [1935] 1998). This statement, therefore, deals with the Incarnation -as Barth (1964) The statement (Barth 1964:64) 'conceived by the Holy Ghost' is a general statement that '… the human existence of Jesus Christ … has its origin immediately in God, and is therefore 4.Scholars constantly complain about the wording of Chalcedon, but are unsuccessful in providing a better formulation -cf. for instance Kuitert (1992:137-139) ; Van de Beek ([1998 ] 1999 and Schröder-Field (2005) . According to me, Theißen (2012:238-252) has recently provided an amicable attempt in this regard. Feminist theologians may also rightfully criticise the sexist language of the creed and the definition, but also fail to provide a more acceptable formulation -cf. Praetorius (2011:76-87) .
immediately God's own existence'. The formula 'born of the Virgin Mary' makes the general statement that Jesus Christ '… has also a human-creaturely origin and is therefore also human-creaturely existence'. He therefore concludes:
He was and is God and man; but always both of them, not one without the other … neither the one nor the other in a merely figurative, provisional, metaphorical sense. Jesus Christ is this: not only man, further, not only an exceptional man, … no, but as true man so also by origin and in Himself true God. (Barth 1964:64) Another important remark by Barth (1964:65) is that the incarnation is not '… an objectively completed event'. Faith can never, once and for all, completely understand this mysterious reality. 'Before we believed, it happened … In faith we follow this event that preceded our faith'. Barth (1964:66) also reminds us that God alone is the Actor, the Subject in this event. Not God and man; God alone in his free, gracious decision decided that his eternal Son should take on human existence. He alone decided to become God with us, for our sake. This formula says nothing about marriage, and sexuality. It speaks about 'a creation taking place in Mary'. This miracle is a pointer to the 'mystery of God's grace', and this mystery excluded man, sinful man. Barth (1964:71) does not link sinfulness to marriage or sexual life, but defines it as 'the sovereignty of human will and power and activity generally and as such'. The male, arising from the fall and not creation, should therefore be called the bearer of humanity. Because of this, Joseph is excluded as earthly father of Jesus and Mary, the 'woman, becomes the object of revelation' that does not mean 'any apotheosis of woman'.
Barth concludes his exposition by complaining about the fact that theologians tend to assail or undermine this dogma on exegetical grounds. He says:
Properly speaking, decisive assault upon it or doubt of it has come only from failure to understand its character as accompanying sign, and therefore from the idea that it might be rejected as an insufficient hypothesis on which to base the Incarnation, or as a superfluous, miraculous embellishment. But it is neither the one nor the other … Most certainly … that it is impossible to separate this content from this form, this form from this content, and that the better course is just to leave this dogma uncriticised. (Barth 1964:72) Barth ([1947] 1966) discussed these creedal statements again later in his Dogmatik im Grundriss, translated as Dogmatics in outline. This book comprises the lectures Barth had given in Bonn in 1946. Already in the foreword of this book, Barth states that he had said nothing new about these pronouncements. We can therefore only concentrate on aspects that could remove misunderstandings of Barth's position. On the one hand, Barth (1966:96) reminds us that here is not 'only' a sign (or a metaphor) involved, which could be deducted from this mystery. We are not speaking about extraordinary births in general, but about a specific birth. The miracle of Christmas should not be separated from the mystery of the Incarnation. The noetic utterance should be kept alongside the ontic one. The two should not be confused, but the one cannot be without the other. On the other hand, Barth (1966:100) states that the mystery of the Incarnation does not depend on the miracle of Christmas. We cannot postulate that the reality of the Incarnation, the mystery of Christmas, had by absolute necessity to take the form of this miracle. He says:
The true Godhead and the true humanity of Jesus Christ in their unity do not depend on the fact that Christ was conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary. All that we can say is that it pleased God to let the mystery be real and become manifest in this shape and form. (Barth 1966:100) But then again:
The one thing obviously belongs of necessity to the other. And so we should have to give a warning, too, against parenthesising the miracle of the nativitas and wanting to cling to the mystery as such. One thing may be definitely said, that every time people want to fly from this miracle, a theology is at work, which has ceased to understand and honour the mystery as well, and has rather essayed to conjure away the mystery of the unity of God and man in Jesus Christ, the mystery of God's free grace. (Barth 1966 :100) Barth's (1948) lectures on the Heidelberg Catechism in 1947 do not contribute anything meaningful to what has already been reported above. We can therefore move to one of his scholars.
Eberhard Busch
Karl Barth's last assistant, Eberhard Busch, explains Sunday 14 of the HC from the perspective of the free God who comes for relationship with us. His exposition is a good example of an explanation of the creed in conversation with present-day thoughts and aspirations. According to Busch (2003:184-200; 2010:167-180) , God uses his freedom in order to form a bond with us humans, in order to set up a relationship between himself and us. God chose to co-exist with us, and not to compete with us. He wants to live with us. In his freedom he chose a relationship of coexistence. This is summed up in the message of the angel to Mary '… and they shall name him Immanuel, which means God with us' (Mt 1:23). God is with us, because he is with us in Christ. By becoming man in Christ, God is with us. God did this in fulfilment of what had already been promised and assured to Israel: 'I will be their God and they will be my people' (Ezk 37:27). Busch (2010) remarks:
Our thinking about God is mistaken if we do not think in this way. We think of an idol if we do not think of God as the God with a human face, the God bound with us humans. (p. 169) According to Busch, this concept of God is vitally important in the light of modern atheism, or godlessness. To him, godlessness poses a bigger challenge to the church than atheism. He says:
Godlessness … is not just a theory, but also a particular praxis. In this praxis, humans understand themselves, define themselves, and conduct themselves, as apart from God, separated from God, without God. Godlessness is the theory, and still more the praxis, of understanding and dealing with the human realm as the realm only of humans, a realm in which God is not to be found. (Busch 2010:169) Busch criticises the apologetic approach to godlessness and atheism by the church since the nineteenth century. He is firstly of the opinion that apologetics is not the appropriate way of dealing with this phenomenon. He secondly believes that the church presented the world with the wrong concept of God -a God who remains at a distance and does not identify with humans and their small problems. This false god, this god without a human face, this god who does not want to associate with humans is understandably a god to be ignored. In the light of this, we cannot and should not give up these phrases of the creed and the confessional document (cf. Busch 2010:170-171 Finally, Busch (2010) brings clarity to the question concerning the virgin birth as miracle or wonder. By following the catechism, he re-emphasises that the two phrases concerned deals with the wonder that God became man or that the true God took on true human nature. In terms of miracles, we should not look for something more or something else: The pregnancy and the birth of Christ is the work of the Holy Spirit:
This is underscored in a symbolic way by language about the virginity of Mary. It would be nonsense to understand this language to mean that the child in the manger is the product of a marriage of the Spirit and Mary, still more to say that this establishes the God-humanness of Jesus.
In that way what would have come about would be a chimera, and not what actually happens, which is that true God, in and with the one human being, takes on true human nature. That this happens is the wonder of Christmas. Genuine wonders we cannot explain without missing their meaning. We can explain them neither by biological laws nor by other laws of nature, nor by the suspension of these. Genuine wonders we can only point to. The story of the virginity of Mary we can, without qualms, call a legend, which furthermore has little backing in the New Testament. But there are deeply meaningful legends. And this could be one -as a pointer to the fact that it is purely and solely God's work and not wonder that in the One born for us God is with us. As a sign of this, Mary is lifted up here. This is done in such way that the male, who often thinks he can make history because of his potency, here for once can make no history. The virginity of Mary is a pointer to the fact that the incarnation of God in Christ is a divine gift and not a human product. And the preferential treatment of Mary is a pointer to teach us that all humans are what they are only through God's grace, and not through what they make of themselves. (Busch 2010:180) 
Jan Milič Lochman
In 1974-1975 the three lecturers in systematic theology at the University of Basel produced the third volume of their Dogmatics in Dialog. I find the views of the Czech Reformed theologian Jan Milič Lochman illuminating. Lochman (cited in Buri, Lochman & Ott 1976) defends the view that these pronouncements want to underline the belief that Jesus Christ, being truly God, is definitely also truly human. He finds it necessary to elaborate on the idea that God in Jesus Christ is a human God -a God who wants human beings to become more humane.
Lochman reminds us of the fact that that many discussions did not only take place before the decision of 451 (Chalcedon), but also thereafter. Many voices carry the message that the doctrine of the two natures of Christ was a wrong development (caput mortuum) -especially the interpretation that was given to it by scholastic theologians. He refers to Melanchthon who realised that the scholastic interpretation of the dogma should be rejected. His new approach boiled down to the dictum, 'to know God is to know his benefits' (hoc est Christum cognoscere, beneficia ejus cognoscere). Lochman, following Melanchthon, does not reject the dogma, but rather asks for a new interpretation. He insists, however, that the two-dimensionality of the incarnation should be kept alive. As a good example, he refers to the 1966 statement of the Bohemian Brothers who said: 'We believe that Jesus of Nazareth, in his human existence, is the revelation of the living God'. Lochman also advises that a new interpretation today should concentrate on the universal-historical dimension (universal-geschichtliche Dimension) of biblical Christology. By doing this, emphasis could fall on the 'soteriological-ethical dimensions of the incarnation'. The eyes could be opened to the perspective that the incarnation started the 'humanizing process of the kingdom of God' (das Humanisierungsprozess des Reiches Gottes). This emphasis should remind the world of God's solidarity with the suffering and sufferers. We could avoid the heights of speculation, and come down into the depths of real human history, talking about the human God, the God with us (Lochmann 1976:174-176 
Peter Berger
The well-known sociologist and (sceptic) lay theologian, Peter Berger (2004:69) , agrees with Barth and his followers that this paradoxical statement reflects a mystery that cannot be grasped by finite human minds; the idea that eternity and time come together in one person, is beyond human comprehension. Interestingly, Berger (2004:79) is also not willing to undermine the consensus of Chalcedon, because this consensus has to do with the 'primacy of soteriology', that is of great importance to him personally.
Berger says that modern people relate with difficulty to the definition of Chalcedon. Most modern theology has gravitated toward 'Antioch' rather than 'Alexandria'. The liberal Protestant interpretation of Jesus could well be labelled 'Ebionite' in tendency. One classic example is John Hick. In 1977 a book was published under his editorship, The myth of God incarnate, which gave rise to a prolonged controversy. The book was a collection of essays by a group of liberal Protestant theologians. The title of the book succinctly sums up their central thesis, as does the title of the essay by Maurice Wiles 'Christianity without incarnation?' (with the disingenuous question mark!). One could summarise the findings of the group by saying that there is no evidence that Jesus, or his immediate disciples, or even Paul, attributed divinity to him: all of this was a later development. To these later developments, modern people are not attracted; however, as Hick (1977:ix) says in the preface, there continues to be the belief of 'honest and thoughtful people who are deeply attracted by the figure of Jesus and by the light which his teaching throws upon the meaning of human life'. Therefore, in order to safeguard this belief, Christian thought must adapt itself to the cognitive presuppositions of the modern mind. As to what this modern mind can supposedly tolerate, Hick wants the 'mythological' elements to be abandoned from the New Testament in order to concentrate on the 'figure of Jesus' and on 'his teaching' so that honest and thoughtful people can go on regarding themselves as, in some sense, Christians. And now, amazingly the comment of Peter Berger (2004) I see the growth of a community of self-giving love as the basic thrust of the will of God in human history, and I see that community as exemplified primarily in the church founded by Jesus … I understand Jesus to have been destined by God to establish the community of selfless love in the world. (Hicks 1977:57, 60) Berger is more comfortable with the more nuanced voice of Frances Young. She shares the Bultmannian assumptions about the modern mind by saying:
The Christians of the early church lived in a world in which supernatural causation was accepted without question, and divine or spiritual visitants were not unaccepted. Such assumptions, however, have become foreign to our situation. In the Western world … culture … has come to be dominated by the human and natural sciences … to such an extent that supernatural causation or intervention in the affairs of this world has become … simply incredible. (Young 1977:31) She 5 , however, also says:
Salvation and atonement are the core of the Christian message … Faith demands a doctrine of atonement and atonement means a conviction that God has somehow dealt with evil, with sin, with rebellion; that on the cross, God in Christ entered into the suffering, the evil and the sin of this world -entered the darkness and transformed it into light, into blazing glory. (Young 1977:34-35) As a sceptic, Berger, however, insists that we, somehow, speak about Christ in terms of the definition of Chalcedon. Jesus is not only a good man; He is also the Son of God. With this mystery we will have to live when we claim to be Christians. In the words of the orthodox theologian, John Macquarrie (1998) he says:
If we say 'God was in Christ', then we are claiming that there was or is something transcendent in Jesus Christ, something that goes beyond a historical human life, something that is eternal … This is the absolute paradox -that this humble crucified man is also the eternal Word of God. (pp. 99, 114) Berger, however, does not want to be known as an orthodox Chalcedonian. He therefore reformulates the meaning of these two phrases in the following way:
I can only return to the nexus I proposed earlier in this bookthat God is only credible by way of the kenosis, wherein God is understood as participating in the suffering of this world and as passing through this suffering into triumph. This process is decisively disclosed in Jesus Christ … If God is really in this process, it cannot be simply as a symbolic representation that Jesus discloses it. In other words, Jesus Christ cannot simply be a metaphor. What is more, the event of God's disclosure in Christ must be cosmic in scope, because it is not just the human condition that is in need of redemption … For these reasons, 5.For her later contributions along these lines, look at Young ([1991] 2007a:33-48, 2007b:58-80) .
with all reservations, I can give assent to the Christological affirmations in the historic creeds … and at this point, I find myself in agreement with Bultmann … [who] suggests that perhaps we should be 'cheerfully content' with saying that Christ is the Word of God. And that Word, the Johannine logos, resounds throughout the cosmos and throughout human history. (Berger 2004:80) Personally, I find the expositions of Barth, Busch, Lochman and Berger acceptable. To clarify my own position, I also want to introduce a position I do not find acceptable.
Jonathan Bayes
Jonathan Bayes is a North American Reformed Evangelical. His exposition of the Apostles' Creed may satisfy the type of debates that are conducted in these circles. Members of these churches want to hold on to biblical words and formulations unchanged. When they perhaps find the creeds usable, they also cling to the literal meaning of these formulations; knowing full well that we live in a world dominated by scientific thinking. Their challenge is then to show why, inter alia, the virgin birth is scientifically intelligible. Bayes (2010:64-65) argues that the divine conception and miraculous birth of Christ is scientifically possible and that Christians should not feel embarrassed about their faith. According to him, the Holy Spirit could have created an embryo and then implanted it into Mary's womb. It is common knowledge that the implantation of an embryo produced through fertilisation in vitro into the womb of a woman, whether the biological mother or surrogate, is now medically possible. There is no medical reason why an embryo cannot be implanted in the womb of a woman who is a virgin. The miracle, in which Christians believe, is therefore scientifically possible. This argument is of course not going to help anyone, because a miracle does not depend on scientific proof to be a miracle. The truth of the Bible and the creed do not depend on its scientific verification. You either believe the message behind these words and formulations, or you do not. That science can prove that our faith is not total madness may be an acceptable exercise, but faith does not depend on science to become intelligible.
One should also remember that the emphasis of the creed does not fall on the virgin birth as such. We read that the eternal Son became man from/through/with the help of the flesh and blood of the Virgin Mary. The creed talks about the miracle of the incarnation and not about a miracle of a birth. All emphasis should remain on the Son, and it should not shift to Mary, her pregnancy and her labour.
Conclusion
The biblical reports on the birth of Jesus are known as 'aetiological legends' (Pannenberg 1972:80) . They explain the origins of the resurrected Lord. The wording of the creed about the 'virgin birth of Christ' is a relative matter. On its own it is not important. It is not a measure-stick for true faith. I agree with Lochman (1982:95-99 ) that this dogma is nothing more than a 'dogma of interpretation' (Deutungsdogma) that 'has the motive of serving the witness about Christ' (ein dienendes Zeugnismotiv). These phrases of the creed only serve the bigger Christological kerygma of the incarnation of the Son of God. It is therefore not a test for orthodoxy or intellectual integrity; these two sentences show the way to the heart of our faith, namely the wonder that God became man. These words serve the bigger theme of Christology and they are not discussion points for a dialogue with biology or genecology. The intention of the creed is a theological one, and is not supposed to stimulate a debate with other sciences. This statement is a theologoumenon that speaks about the mystery that God came into our world, born as a Jewish boy, whose mother had no sexual intercourse with his earthly father or any other man. And here we should leave this matter -for some to accept and for others to reject.
The HC (as a document that is 'accurate in its orthodoxy but relative in its authority' -Ulrichs 2012) has guided many generations on this path. We hope that future generations will also open themselves up to the guidance of the HC in order to share in the freedom of the Christian faith.
